A  SERMON 


ON  TIIE  LAW  OF  PROGRESS. 

BY  THE  REV.  LUTHER  LEE. 


1.  Cor.  xiiL  11. — “  When  I  was  a  chi’d,  I  spake  as  a  child,  I  under- 
siood  as  a  child,  I  thought  as  a  child  ;  but  when  I  became  a  man,  I  put 
awav  childish  things.” 

This  text  in  itself  is  one  of  the  most  simple  portions  of 
the  word  of  truth,  and  affirms  only  what  is  comprehended 
in  the  history  of  every  person  who  has  journeyed  from  child¬ 
hood  to  the  land  of  mature  years.  We  see  Ihe  truth  of  the 
text  illustrated  and  verified  in  our  progressive  experience, 
developed  in  the  changes  which  constitute  the  difference 
between  what  we  now  are,  and  what  we  were  at  childhood's 
early  dawn. 

But  while  the  text  is  so  plain  in  itself,  and  the  truth 
which  it  asserts  so  perfectly  obvious  in  the  light  of  our  ex¬ 
perience,  the  subject  which  it  is  designed  to  illustrate  is 
deep  and  important.  It  is  the  relation  which  this  life  sus¬ 
tains  to  our  future  being,  involving  the  law  of  progress, 
through  the  developments  of  which  we  are  to  arrive  at  our 
ultimate  and  higher  destiny.  The  whole  scope  of  the  apos¬ 
tle’s  reasoning  shows  that  his  principal  comparison  is  be¬ 
tween  this  life  and  that  which  awaits  us  in  the  future  world. 
To  show  the  advantages  of  the  future  state  over  the  present, 
life,  the  apostle  introduces  the  superiority  of  manhood  over 
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childhood,  as  though  he  had  said,  as  childhood  is  to  mart1 
hoo«.  o  is  this  life  to  our  future  existence.  This  life  is 
the  childhood  of  our  existence  ;  the  future  will  he  its  mam 
hood  or  maturity.  The  text  is  important  only  so  far  as  it 
involves  and  serves  to  illustrate  the  law  of  progress,  which 
is  an  essential  law  of  our  nature. 

The  Law  of  progress  is  our  theme,  which  we  propose 

TO  ILLUSTRATE  BY  CONTEMPLATING  HUMANITY  IN  THIS  LIFE, 
AS  IN  THE  CHILDHOOD  OF  ITS  EXISTENCE,  PROGRESSING  ON¬ 
WARD  TOWARDS  ITS  MANHOOD,  TO  BE  DEVELOPED  IN  THE 
FUTURE  WORLD. 

I.  Let  us  contemplate  this  law  of  progress  in  the  light 
of  experience. 

We  have  been  brought  to  our  present  intellectual  and 
moral  condition  by  the  operation  of  the  law  of  progress, 
developed  in  a  succession  of  changes.  There  are  three 
views  to  be  taken  of  the  developments  of  the  law  of  pro¬ 
gress  in  the  light  of  experience. 

1.  Our  progressive  experience,  while  journeying  from 
childhood  to  manhood,  furnishes  us  with  a  striking  illus¬ 
tration  of  the  law  of  progress,  as  a  fundamental  law  of  our 
nature.  When  we  look  back  to  the  place  upon  which  the 
light  of  our  first  recollections  obscurely  gleam,  the  period 
is  but  as  yesterday  when  we  see  ourselves  children  ;  when 
we  thought,  spake  and  understood  as  children.  Firmly 
linked  as  we  are  by  consciousness,  to  the  hour  and  being 
of  childhood,  on  a  comparison  with  our  present  self,  we 
start  at  the  change  ;  we  are  men.  and  have  put  away  child¬ 
ish  things.  In  the  changes  which  lie  between  childhood 
and  manhood,  we  read  the  law  of  progress  written  upon  the 
human  souk  The  first  recollections  of  childhood  appear 
like  scenes  viewed  in  the  dim  twilight  of  early  dawn.  To 
the  few  simple  ideas  which  we  then  had,  we  have  added 


3 


one  new  one  after  another  like  accumulating  sunbeams, 
until  we  have  gathered  around  the  soul  the  intellectual 
light  of  the  present  hour.  How  often  has  the  law  of  pro¬ 
gress  been  illustrated  in  the  exchange  of  one  idea  for  an¬ 
other  ?  We  have  taken  up  an  idea  as  truth  and  brought 
it  on  with  us  for  a  time,  and  then  under  increasing  light 
discovered  that  it  was  not  what  we  supposed  it  to  be,  have 
condemned  it  as  error  and  cast  it  off  as  useless,  yea  as 
hurtful,  and  taken  up  others  in  its  place.  In  this  way  we 
have  arrived  at  our  present  mental  state,  and  the  process 
is  well  illustrated  by  a  child  changing  his  toys  as  he  pro¬ 
gresses  towards  manhood.  The  path  of  life  is  strewed 
with  cast  off  ideas,  and  the  places  where  they  lie  along  the 
way,  is  where  we  have  taken  up  new  ones.  Change  and 
progress  is  written  in  every  foot- print  between  the  cradle 
and  the  grave. 

2.  We  find  another  illustration  in  the  progressive  de¬ 
velopment  of  the  arts  and  sciences.  Here  experience  sheds 
a  flood  of  light  upon  the  law  of  progress. 

How  often  have  men  fancied  the  last  degree  of  improve¬ 
ment  had  been  reached  ?  How  often  have  they  supposed 
the  last  great  discovery  or  invention  had  startled  the  world 
with  its  wonders  ?  And  yet  while  they  pondered  it,  new 
ones  roused  them  to  greater  amazement.  The  principles 
of  the  different  sciences  which  have  been  settled  by  one  age, 
have  been  uniformly  re-examined,  exploded  and  cast  away 
by  the  next.  This  has  been  true  of  natural  philosophy, 
astronomy,  physic,  and  metaphysics  in  general.  And  now 
after  all  the  changes  that  have  taken  place,  and  all  the  pro¬ 
gress  made,  we  appear  to  have  but  just  entered  upon  the 
age  of  improvement.  More  has  been  done  within  the  last 
fifty  years  in  useful  discoveries,  and  in  the  application  of 
the  principles  of  science  to  useful  purposes,  than  during 
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all  the  preceding  sluggish  ages  that  divide  the  present  from 
the  day  on  which  Noah  left  the  ark  when  the  waters  of 
destruction  were  dried  up.  Had  some  one,  only  twenty- 
five  years  ago,  told  us  of  what  our  eyes  this  day  see,  and 
our  ears  hear,  we  should  have  judged  them  fit  subjects  for 
an  insane  asylum,  if  indeed  we  had  deemed  them  worthy  of 
so  much  distinction.  The  application  of  the  power  of 
steam  to  the  subject  of  navigation,  has  made  neighbors  of 
the  distant  portions  of  earth,  and  grouped  the  scattered 
islands  of  the  sea  together  in  friendly  association,  while 
our  railroads  have  almost  annihilated  home-distances,  and 
the  harnessed  lightning  becomes  the  bearer  of  men’s 
thoughts  gleaming  along  the  telegraphic  wire,  whispering 
them  in  the  ear  of  our  friend  in  the  far  off  city,  in  the  same 
moment  we  breathe  them  from  our  own  lips.  These  im¬ 
provements  are  to  go  on ;  light  shall  gleam  upon  light,  im¬ 
provement  shall  follow  improvement,  and  the  operations 
of  the  law  of  progress,  having  its  being  so  essentially  in 
the  elements  of  the  human  soul,  will  perpetually  push  us 
onward  to  a  higher,  and  still  higher  destiny. 

3.  Our  religious  experience  furnishes  us  with  another 
illustration  of  the  law  of  progress.  We  are  commanded 
to  “  grow  in  grace  and  in  the  knowledge  of  our  Lord  and 
•Savior  Jesus  Christ.”  This  progress  is  illustrated  in  a 
greater  or  less  degree  in  the  experience  and  life  of  every 
true  Christian.  Every  faithful  Christian  does  grow  in 
grace.  But  have  any  grown  until  they  can  grow  no  more  ? 
Have  any  attained  to  that  degree  of  the  knowledge  of 
Christ  which  precludes  all  further  increase  of  knowledge  ? 
Have  any  grown  in  grace  until  higher  attainment  is  impos¬ 
sible  ?  In  a  word,  have  any  become  so  good  and  holy  as  to 
be  unable  to  attain  to  a  higher  degree  of  moral  virtue? 
Certainly  not ;  though  wTe  may  have  made  advancement  in 


5 


Christian  knowledge  and  goodness,  the  effect  is  to  cause  us 
to  pant  for  higher  attainments  still,  and  here  is  illustrated 
the  law  of  progress  as  an  essential  law  of  our  nature. 

II.  Let  us  contemplate  the  law  of  progress  in  the  light 
ot  the  powers  and  susceptibilities  of  the  human  soul. 

We  will  not  attempt  to  plunge  into  the  depths  of  mental 
philosophy  on  this  subject,  and  lose  you  in  the  labyrinths 
of  metaphysics  ;  we  propose  only  two  plain  illustrations, 
borrowed  from  the  elements  of  the  human  mind,  viz  :  the 
nature  ot  reason,  and  the  insatiate  desires  of  the  human 
soul. 

1.  Reason  is  that  power  of  the  human  mind  which  en¬ 
ables  it  to  discover  resemblances,  compare,  judge,  and  de¬ 
duce  conclusions.  It  is  the  nature  of  reason  to  progress  ; 
it  is  this  that  constitutes  the  essential  difference  between 
r<  a  mi  and  instinct,  and  fixes  a  clearly  marked  and  impas¬ 
sible  barrier  between  man  and  brutes.  There  are  two 
marked  differences  between  reason  and  instinct.  First, 
reason  improves,  instinct  does  not.  The  brute  creation, 
left  to  the  impulses  of  their  own  nature,  never  improve  in 
their  intelligence  or  mode  of  living.  The  beaver  builds  his 
house,  and  the  bee  works  her  comb  now,  just  as  they  did  a 
thousand  years  ago  ;  hut  it  is  not  so  with  man  ;  he  marks 
the  defects  of  his  works,  and  varies  his  plan  on  a  second 
trial ;  he  then  compares  the  two,,  and  avoiding  the  defects 
which  he  marks  in  each,  he  combines  in  a  third  effort  what 
is  desirable  in  both.  This  operation  is  the  source  of  all 
improvement,  hence  man  improves,  brutes  never. 

The  second  marked  difference  between  reason  and  in¬ 
stinct  is,  the  acquisitions  of  reason  are  communicable  ; 
those  of  instinct  are  not.  We  have  said  that  brutes,  left 
to  the  impulses  of  their  own  nature,  never  improve.  This 
is  strictly  true,  yet  the  superior  mind  of  man  can  even 
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train  a  brute  into  some  sort  of  an  education  ;  it  is  not  how¬ 
ever  a  scientific  education ;  that  would  require  reason 
which  brutes  do  not  possess.  This  brute  education  con¬ 
sists  merely  of  a  recognition  of  certain  simple  signs,  for 
the  performance  of  certain  simple  acts.  We  have  all  heard 
of  the  learned  pig,  and  of  the  learned  bear,  but  one  learned 
pig  never  communicates  his  education,  limited  as  it  is,  to 
his  fellow  pig  ;  with  him  it  dies.  The  same  is  true  of  all 
learned  animals.  But  the  acquisitions  of  reason  are  com¬ 
municable,  one  learned  man  can  educate  his  fellows  ;  the 
human  mind  not  only  improves  itself  but  its  fellows,  each 
drinking  at  the  fountains  of  each  other's  souls,  making  the 
acquisitions  of  all,  the  acquisition  of  each.  The  power  of 
reason  to  communicate  and  receive  its  acquisistions,  may 
be  illustrated  by  a  lr.mp,  which  when  once  lighted,  not  oidy 
emits  its  own  proper  light,  but  by  it  a  thousand  other 
lamps  can  be  ignited,  each  glowing  with  equal  intensity, 
without  diminishing  the  original  flame.  Progress  is  the 
law  of  reason;  to  reason  is  to  progress;  to  cease  to  pro¬ 
gress  is  to  cease  to  exercise  reason. 

2.  The  desires  of  the  human  soul  are  absolutely  bound¬ 
less,  which  is  another  proof  that  progress  is  the  la  w  of  our 
nature. 

No  matter  upon  what  the  mind  fixes  its  desires ;  no 
matter  at  what  it  grasps,  it  can  never  have  enough.  Did 
any  one  ever  know  a  miser  who  had  gold  and  silver 
enough  ?  Was  there  ever  an  ambitious  man  who  had 
dominions  and  power  and  glory  enough  ?  It  is  said  of 
Alexander,  that  when  he  had  conquered  the  world,  he  Wept 
because  there  was  not  another  world  to  conquer.  There 
is  no  limit  to  man’s  ambition ;  the  more  he  grasps  the 
more  he  desires  ;  annexation  is  the  perpetual  aspiration 
of  the  ambitious  soul.  Was  there  ever  a  Christian  who 
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had  faith  and  hope  and  love  enough  ?  and  enough  of  peace 
and  joy  and  heaven  and  God  in  his  soul  ?  Such  are  the 
elements  of  the  human  soul,  that  it  cannot  be  happy  only 
in  a  state  of  progress.  The  happiness  which  this  world 
can  afford,  does  not  depend  so  much  upon  the  amount  we 
possess,  as  upon  the  fact  that  we  are  increasing  the  amount. 
These  same  elements  will  constitute  the  human  soul  in 
the  future  state,  and  hence  progress  will  be  no  less  the 
law  of  its  nature  there  than  in  this  life. 

III.  The  law  of  progress  should  be  contemplated  in  the 
light  of  the  infinitude  of  truth.  There  are  no  known 
limits  to  truth,  nor  is  there  any  proof  that  the  human 
mind  will  ever  attain  to  an  understanding  of  all  truth  ; 
the  mind  will  always  be  capable  of  learning  more,  and  there 
will  always  be  more  to  learn.  The  field  of  investigation 
will  always  be  open  for  new  discoveries,  and  progress  will 
be  endless.  This  general  principle  will  appear  plain  if  we 
consider  the  following  points. 

1.  Salvation  is  conditioned  upon  simple  faith,  involv¬ 
ing  arknowledge  of  only  a  few  simple  truths.  I  am  a  sin¬ 
ner  ;  Christ  died  to  save  me  from  my  sin ;  and  God  has 
promised  to  forgive  my  sin,  on  condition  of  simple  faith, 
which  is  to  take  God  at  his  word.  Were  not  the  condition 
of  salvation  thus  simple,  were  we  required  to  understand 
and  believe  the  whole  truth,  before  we  could  believe  to  the 
saving  of  the  soul,  we  should  never  come  to  the  point. 

2.  While  salvation  is  conditioned  upon  simple  faith,  in¬ 
volving  a  knowledge  of,  and  belief  in  a  few  simple  truths, 
the  whole  plan  of  redemption,  with  all  its  principles,  opens 
a  field  which  challenges  the  investigation  of  angels.  We 
do  not,  we  cannot  know  all  in  this  life.  Some  of  the 
truths  connected  with  Christianity  are  also  connected  with 
things  in  the  future  world,  and  stretch  themselves  far  into 


eternity,  beyond  the  ken  of  human  reason,  from  the  most 
elevated  point  of  observation  attainable  in  this  world. 
Descriptions,  maps  and  charts,  can  never  give  us  a  perfect 
knowledge  of  a  country  we  have  never  seen.  The  Bible 
is  but  an  outline  chart  of  the  future  world,  of  heaven,  and 
was  not  given  so  much  to  make  us  fully  acquainted  with 
the  scenery  and  employments  of  paradise,  as  to  teach  us 
now  to  get  there.  Nor  can  we  suppose  that  our  removal 
to  the  spirit  world  will  at  once  put  us  in  possession  of  all 
that  may  be  known.  We  cannot  expect  to  be  wiser  than 
angels  who  have  sung  away  their  ages  amid  the  glories  of 
tue  throne,  on  our  first  arrival  in  heaven,  and  yet  we  are 

cold  that  human  redemption  is  a  subject  into  which  they 
aesire  to  look. 

3.  Pursuit  after  knowledge  maybe  prosecuted  to  greater 
advantage  in  the  future  world  than  in  this.  We  here 
spend  weeks,  months  and  years,  to  learn  the  geography  of 
this  little  earth  ;  and  but  few  ever  aspire  to  a  knowledge 
of  the  geography  of  the  heavens;  but  in  the  spirit  world 
we  will  launch  out  upon  the  geography  of  the  universe, 
making  the  throne  of  God  our  central  point,  and  the  fixed 
stars  our  mile-stones  and  guide-boards  in  our  excursions  of 
observation  borne  on  spirit  wings.  To  conclude  the  argu- 
r  ment,  reason  will  never  lose  its  power  of  investigation,  and 
will  always  be  capable  of  learning  and  treasuring  up  more 
knowledge  ;  the  desires  of  the  human  soul  will  never  be 
satisfied  with  the  past,  or  its  present  attainments,  but  will 
urge  it  on,  and  still  on  to  a  higher  destiny;  the  fields  of 
investigation  and  fountains  of  truth  will  always  be  open! 
and  progress  will  be  perpetual.  As  the  human  mind  is 
finite  and  will  never  become  all- wise  like  God,  It  will  always 
be  capable  of  learning  more,  and  there  will  always  be  more 
to  learn. 
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Reflections. 

1.  This  subject  should  tend  to  humble  our  pride  of 
opinion,  and  teach  us  the  importance  of  being  always  open 
to  conviction,  and  ready  to  receive  new  light  and  new 
truths,  whenever  and  wherever  they  may  break  upon  us  as 
we  journey  on  in  life.  At  best  we  only  know  in  part,  and 
have  not  yet  Learned  enough,  fully  to  impress  us  with  the 
littleness  of  all  we  know,  and  the  vastness  of  what  we 
have  yet  to  learn.  Instead  of  assuming  that  we  under¬ 
stand  all  fundamental  truth,  and  rejecting  new  principles 
because  they  conflict  with  the  prejudice  of  our  education, 
or  require  us  to  renounce  something  which  we  have  here¬ 
tofore  held  as  truth,  we  should  examine  and  re-examine  all 
our  principles,  and  search  for  new  ones,  without  waiting 
to  have  them  forced  upon  us  in  spite  of  our  efforts  to  I'esist 
them.  Why  should  short  sighted  man  indulge  in  pride  of 
opinion  ?  Why  should  we  be  ashamed  to  change  ?  He 
who  never  changes,  never  corrects  any  of  his  errors,  never 
improves.  We  are  only  in  our  infancy,  only  in  the 
childhood  of  our  being.  WTe  have  been  changing  all 
along  the  way  since  we  commenced  the  journey  of  life  ;  we 
have  learned  only  so  far  as  we  have  embraced  new  truths, 
and  unproved  only  as  we  have  changed.  To  improve  is  to 
change. 

2.  The  subject  should  impress  us  with  the  importance 
of  giving  to  life  a  right  direction.  As  progress  is  the  law 
of  our  nature,  every  year,  and  every  day,  and  every  hour, 
yea  every  progressive  step,  increases  our  weal  or  woe,  as 
life  takes  a  right  or  a  wrong  direction.  We  should  never 
forget  that  the  law  of  progress  develops  itself  in  the  way 
of  sin  and  alienation  from  God,  no  less  than  in  the  way  of 
truth  and  virtue.  “  Ungodly  men  wax  worse  and  worse.” 
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Christians  often  contemplate  their  future  state  with  de¬ 
light,  and  are  transported  with  the  thought  of  becoming 
angels,  or  equal  to  angels,  of  dwelling  with  them,  shining 
with  them,  and  being  able  to  vie  with  them  in  song.  But 
there  is  another  and  darker  side  to  the  fuiure  ;  it  is  just  as 
reasonable,  just  as  philosopoical,  and  just  as  scriptural,  to 
suppose  that  a  sinner,  waxing  worse  and  worse,  may  be¬ 
come  a  devil,  as  it  is  that  a  saint  may  become  an  angel. 
This  is  a  fearful  thought !  The  law  of  progress  will  de¬ 
velop  itself  in  the  experience  of  the  lost ;  new'  terrors  may 
pei-petually  reveal  themselves  in  their  downward  course, 
and  the  soul  may  rouse  its  perverted  powers  amid  the 
ruins  of  immortality,  and  dash  onward  in  its  alienation 
from  God,  in  depraved  thoughts,  malignant  feelings,  and 
deeper  anguish,  until  it  shall  even  vie  with  devils  amid 
the  shadows  tliatmantle  the  damned  !  Now  your  progress 
in  the  way  of  sin,  if  you  have  entered  upon  it,  majr  be 
arrested,  and  turned  in  the  direction  of  a  higher  and 
brighter  destiny.  Brethren,  we  who  profess  to  be  in  the 
way  of  life,  and  we  in  particular,  who  profess  to  be  called 
of  God  to  preach  the  gospel,  should  not  overlook  the 
fearful  destiny  to  which  sinners  are  tending;  we  should 
rouse  ourselves  and  do  what  we  can  to  turn  their  feet 
from  the  way  of  death  to  the  path  of  life,  before  it  be  too 
late. 

3.  The  subject  should  rouse  us  -with  a  sense  of  our 
high  destiny.  We  possess  minds  that  are  never  to  be  ex¬ 
tinguished  ;  they  are  not,  as  some  affirm,  like  the  spark 
from  smitten  steel,  which  glitters  and  expires  forever;  but 
as  the  sun  departs  in  its  strength,  and  wraps  another  hem¬ 
isphere  in  its  light  and  glory  when  it  leaves  our  own  amid 
the  shadows  of  night ;  so  the  soul,  when  it  leaves  the  body 
to  sink  in  decay  and  darkness,  will  mingle  in  the  scenes  of 


the  spirit  land,  and  animate  a  brighter  sphere.  To  what 
then  should  such  a  being  be  devoted,  to  time  or  eternity, 
earth  or  heaven  ?  Do  we,  brethren,  keep  our  high  destiny 
in  view  ?  Are  we  really  tending  upward  to  the  skies  ?  If 
so  how  should  it  animate  us  ? 

_  “  Yea.  and  before  we  rise 

To  that  immorlal  state, 

The  thoughts  of  such  amazing  bliss 
Should  constant  joys  create.” 

Do  we  look  upon  the  present  state  as  our  childhood,  as 
our  minority,  and  are  we  panting  for  manhood,  to  be  free  ? 
Are  we  preparing  for  it  ?  Are  we  putting  away  childish 
things  ?  Some  of  you  have  children,  they  are  objects  of 
deep  interest,  they  are  little  cherubs  in  your  eyes,  and 
you  watch  with  unuttered  feelings  every  new  development 
of  intelligence.  But  as  interesting  and  lovely  as  they  are, 
you  do  not  wish  them  always  to  remain  children;  you 
wish  to  see  your  little  son  making  some  progress  towards 
manhood ;  you  wish  to  see  him  changing  his  toys,  dropping 
the  former  and  grasping  those  which  more  and  mere  ap¬ 
proach  to  the  implements  of  manhood.  In  like  manner, 
let  us,  more  and  more,  lay  aside  the  toys  of  earth,  and 
attend  to  the  things  of  our  approaching  manhood; — the 
manhood  of  our  future  state  !  Some  of  us  remember  with 
what  interest  we  looked  forward  to  the  day  when  we 
should  be  twenty-one,  and  become  men  in  law.  But  the 
present  state  is  the  childhood  of  our  being,  our  minority, 
and  we  shall  enter  upon  our  manhood  when  we  leave  this 
world  and  pass  to  the  realities  of  a  future  state.  Are  we 
awake  to  the  subject  ?  Do  we  realize  that  we  are  so  soon 
to  enter  upon  the  manhood  of  our  existence,  and  grasp  the 
realities  of  our  higher  destiny  ?  Once  we  were  children, 
and  spake,  and  understood,  and  thought  as  children,  but 


< 

»  *» 


now  we  are  men,  and  Have  put  away  childish  things. 

1  here  was  a  time  when  we  became  men  and  put  away 
childish  things,  but  we  did  not  then  possess  all  the  fulness  of 
manhood,  but  have  improved  since  we  became  men.  So  • 
we  shall  enter  upon  the  manhood  of  our  being  when  we 
pass  to  the  future  state,  but  still  as  men  we  may  improve.  . 
These  thoughts  should  rouse  us  to  a  sense  of  our%Tgh 
destiny,  and  lead  us  more  and  more  to  cast  aside  the  ttfys 
of  our  earthly  childhood,  and  grasp  at  the  things  that  are 
eternal.  Let  our  motto  ever  be,  onward  and  upward— 
Excelsior,  still  higher  ! 


